Divine Mercy is that which ensures human happiness. In the 20th century, Bl. Fr. Michael Sopocko was a special apostle of Divine Mercy who proclaimed its message to the world. This article presents the person and activities of Fr. Michael Sopocko by focusing on: 1) the source and the validity of worshiping Divine Mercy; 2) Fr. Sopocko's biblical and theological explanations of Divine Mercy; and 3) the image of the Merciful Jesus as the "manifestation" of Divine Mercy.
1
In the 20 th century, Fr. Michael Sopocko was a priest and theologian especially involved in substantiating and spreading the cult of Divine Mercy. 2 His religious involvement and academic research as well as the involvement of many other people in interpreting and substantiating worship of Divine Mercy is an expression of faith in this Truth as well as an expression of the needs of the times-sensus fidelium. Rev. Józef Zabielski These needs made the actual development of Divine Mercy possible by spurring individuals to determine how Divine Mercy is religiously relevant and how it can be applied morally to the lives of the faithful. By drawing on sources such as the publications of Bl. Fr. Michael Sopocko, bibliographic texts, and St. Faustina Kowalska's writings, this article sheds light on the person of Bl. Fr. Michael Sopocko, who played such a key role in the history and development of the cult of Divine Mercy in the 20 th century.
The Origin and Timeliness of Divine Mercy
The new impetus to spread devotion to Divine Mercy in the early 20 th century is clearly evident in the private revelations of St. (Helena) Maria Faustina Kowalska-a Polish nun from the Congregation of the Sisters of Our Lady of Mercy to whom Jesus appeared and spoke. 3 In St. Faustina's private revelations, Christ commanded her to do three things: 1) have an image of Divine Mercy (the Most Merciful Savior) painted; 2) write down the Divine Mercy prayers that He dictated to her; and 3) establish the Feast of Divine Mercy on the first Sunday after Easter.
Fr. Sopocko was a professor in the Theology Department at the Stefan Batory University as well as the Metropolitan Major Seminary in Vilnius. Later, in 1947, he became a professor at the Archdiocesan Major Seminary in Bialystok. 4 While St. Faustina lived in Vilnius, Bl. Although devotion to Divine Mercy became more and more popular among the faithful, both theologians and Church authorities were initially opposed to the devotion. Because the devotion arose from Sr. Faustina's private revelations, the Sacred Congregation of the Holy Office prohibited spreading this devotion in the three ways mentioned above in 1958. Fr. Sopocko strove to respond to the difficulties he encountered regarding the Divine Mercy devotion by studying the topic intensely and substantiating the devotion through theological and patristic texts. He continually published new documents on this topic, including articles in theological journals as well as separate dogmatic and liturgical treatises.
7 Fr. Michael Sopocko was the forerunner and apostle of devotion to Divine Mercy in our times. He also inspired other theologians to reflect on and study this topic. Fr. Sopocko's reflections and opinions in this regard continue to inspire others to become interested in this subject today.
Christ-the Most Merciful Redeemer. It is for this reason that "Divine Mercy" is written using capital letters and the terms are used interchangeably. It was on the basis of Pope Pius XI's encyclical that Fr. Sopocko petitioned to have the Feast of Divine Mercy established. Devotion to Divine Mercy, which began during the first half of the 20 th century, has continued to develop and is a more recent form of religious devotion in the Catholic Church today. St. Faustina Kowalska's private revelations confirmed the modern world's need for Divine Mercy, and Bl. Michael Sopocko was the one who presented this devotion to the world. The situation in which modern man finds himself and Sr. Faustina's private revelations reveal that Divine Mercy is the fundamental-and indeed the only-plane on which man encounters God during his earthly pilgrimage. For in eternity, meaning "the eschatological fulfillment[,] mercy will be revealed as love, while in temporality, meaning in human history, which is at the same time the history of sin and death, love must be revealed above all as mercy and must also be actualized as mercy." 8 Awareness of the power of Divine Mercy as well as man's absolute dependence on the Merciful Father make it such that "at no time and in no historical period-especially at a moment as critical as our own-can the Church forget the prayer that is a cry for the mercy of God amid the many forms of evil which weigh upon and threaten humanity." 9 People are generally aware of the forms that evil has been taking on in the world today. To point out and acknowledge these evils is not, however, an attempt to demonize the reality of the modern world, but rather a careful attempt to look critically and responsibly at reality.
Modern man often anxiously wonders about the solution to the terrible tensions which have built up in the world and which entangle humanity. And if at times he lacks the courage to utter the word 'mercy,' or if in his conscience empty of religious content he does not find the equivalent, so much greater is the need for the Church to utter this word, not only in her own name but also in the name of all the men and women of our time.
10
The Church is entrusted with the task to speak of God's mercy especially to those who believe that turning to Divine Mercy is an "insult" to their dignity. For, such individuals have been beguiled by false ideas of "absolute humanism," which perceives the human person as an absolute and self-sufficient being. According to absolute humanists, God is only an "idea" created by weak people who have given up their ability to think. Humanists assert that "one cannot be a true person Rev. Józef Zabielski if one kneels before any other individual."
11 In reality, the opposite is true, as the Polish poet Cyprian Norwid states in the well-known expression: "Humanity deprived of divinity betrays itself." Many modern individuals who ignore or disrespect God "betray themselves." Appealing to Divine Mercy is the Church's fundamental […] right and duty towards God and towards humanity. The more the human conscience succumbs to secularization, loses its sense of the very meaning of the word 'mercy,' moves away from God and distances itself from the mystery of mercy, the more the Church has the right and the duty to appeal to the God of mercy 'with loud cries.' 
13
Devotion to Divine Mercy is rooted in the truths of the faith regarding the Incarnation of the Son of God, Redemption, and the Sanctification of God's people toward "whom God's merciful love is the greatest." 14 According to Bl. Michael Sopocko, the mercies that flow from the Incarnation are judged according to: a) the sublimity of the gift, b) the way in which the gift is given, and c) the effects that flow from it.
15
Following the Church's teaching, Bl. Michael Sopocko asserted: 
Blessed Michael Sopocko: A Closer Look at the Mystery of Divine Mercy
In Christ there are two natures with all of their qualities: the divine nature and the human nature, which come together in the one Divine Person and constitute both God and Man. Everything that belongs to the Divine Son as God also belongs to Him as Man, and that which belongs to him as Man, He imparts to Himself as God.
16
According to Bl. Michael Sopocko, the effects that flow from the Incarnation, "which last and will continue to last forever," are the special basis for the preferential and the merciful benefits of the Incarnation.
17
In Fr. Sopocko's opinion, Mary's close relationship with the Trinity through the Incarnation is the basis for all graces and privileges that she received as well as the power with which she can now assist us. "Mary becomes our mother in a supernatural sense through Jesus because, since she gave birth to Jesus, she also gives birth to us into supernatural life through Him." 18 According to Bl. Michael Sopocko, after Mary the Mother of Mercy, all people receive the merciful effects of the Incarnation because "the human race is elevated to an inexpressible dignity through the Incarnation." 19 Fr. Michael extends the merciful effects of the Incarnation not only to the entire human race, but also to all of creation; for, "[the Incarnation] is the completion, fulfillment, and perfection of the entire universe."
20
The effects of Redemption also manifest the fact and source of Divine Mercy. "Christ has reconciled us to God in his blood," explained Bl. Michael Sopocko, "[…] By this same holy passion and death on the cross, Christ justified us, meaning He obtained for us a share in this infinite treasure through His own suffering."
21 Fr. Michael Sopocko explained that Christ as the Redeemer of the human race is the King, High Priest, and Teacher. Since the purpose of Christ's coming was to establish the Kingdom of God, then the Lord Jesus Christ as King ransomed us, which had to have been obtained first, since the king of darkness reigned supreme. The Savior struggled with him during His own time in the desert; He conquered him, drove him out of those whom he possessed. [ Rev. Józef Zabielski and sits at the right hand of the Father. The prince of this world was cast out at the moment that Christ was lifted up on the Cross. Jesus' passion, then, is His ascension to the throne.
22
Mary participated in the work of Redemption, and this participation is expressed in Her twofold motherhood as the Mother of Christ and our Mother. For these two reasons, Mary deserves to be called Mother of Mercy.
23 Christ's testament from the cross, through which God's particular mercy is shown, arises from the mutual love that existed between Mother and Son as well as the love that Christ has for all people:
Every Christian who looks upon the cross hears the words of Jesus crucified, 'Behold your Mother,' and knows that Mary really treats him as her son; She watches over her children and drives away the temptations of Satan, who 'is prowling around like a roaring lion looking for [someone] to devour" (1 Peter 5:8).
24
Evidence for Divine Mercy in the salvific works of the Incarnation and Redemption has not been exhausted. For, God continues to show His mercy in the Church. In this regard, "All of the graces of the holy sacraments and sacramentals, indulgences and charisms, and the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit are unceasing streams of Mercy that flow out in the Church onto the faithful."
25 Since "Christ came to earth for all people throughout the ages, Christ founded the Church out of his Mercy […] The Church is the mystical Christ. Because of this, no one approaches the Father except through Christ, and no one comes to Christ except through the Church."
26 Bl. Michael Sopocko asserted that the Church participates in two different kinds of merciful activity: the sacramental-mystical and the ethical-ascetical. He explained this assertion in the following way: "In the Church, it is impossible to be holy without the sacraments, and one cannot approach the sacraments without striving for perfection."
27 The Christian remains a sinner. In His mercy, God reaches out to sinners by establishing the sacrament Three priestly functions-sacrifice, prayer, and conferring the sacraments and teaching-are the sources "from which Divine Mercy flows out onto all people."
31
In the Sacrament of Marriage, God's merciful love flows out onto both of the spouses and the entire human community. Sacramental marriage is also a manifestation of God's mercy on society, the state, and all mankind because the entire human community is based on the family. 32 The sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick, the effects of which often determine the salvation or condemnation of man, is the final sacramental source of Divine Mercy. In this regard, Fr. Sopocko wrote: "The moment of death is the most important to me. For this reason, to me the sacrament of the Last Rites is one of the greatest works of Divine Mercy." 
The Image of the Most Merciful Savior as a "Manifestation" of Divine Mercy
The Church's external religious devotion takes on different forms through which the faithful worship God. 34 Bl. Michael Sopocko set forth three forms of Divine Mercy devotion: the image of the Most Merciful Redeemer (Divine Mercy), a separate Feast of Divine Mercy, and prayers to Divine Mercy. These three forms of devotion can be found in the revelations of St. Faustina Kowalska who "the Lord chose to be His apostle of Mercy and to whom He gave two concrete tasks: to have an image of the Most Merciful Redeemer painted and to establish the Feast of Divine Mercy on the first Sunday after Easter."
35 Jesus also bid her to write down the prayers to Divine Mercy, which the He Himself dictated to her. 40 He also said: "My gaze from this image is like My gaze from the cross" 41 and that "I am offering people a vessel with which they are to keep coming for graces to the fountain of mercy. That vessel is the image with the signature: 'Jesus, I trust in You.' 42, 43 The image that E. Kazimierowski painted according to Sr. Faustina's indications presents Christ coming forward against a dark background and wearing a white robe and girded with a belt. His right hand is raised in a gesture of blessing, while his left hand is opening his robe near his Heart (which Rev. Józef Zabielski is not shown), from which two rays of light emanate (the one on the right is white, and the one on the left is red) in opposite directions. 44 For a long time, the image painted by E. Kazimierowski remained unknown to many people. Without revealing the origin of the image, Fr. Sopocko placed it in the corridor of convent of the Bernardine Sisters located next to St. Michael's church in Vilnius where Fr. Sopocko was the rector. After some time, Sr. Faustina began to insist that the image be placed in a public location because Jesus Himself was demanding that of her. In April 1935, at Sr. Faustina's request and with the permission of the pastor of the Parish of Ostra Brama [the Bright Gate] in Vilnius, Fr. Sopocko placed the painting in the window of Ostra Brama as a decoration for the Easter Triduum, which was to take place in that location on the occasion of the end of the Jubilee Year of the Redemption. 45 It was not until March 1937 that Fr. Sopocko decided to ask the Archbishop of Vilnius, Romuald Jalbrzykowski, to evaluate the image and give his permission to have the image hung in St. Michael's church. The Archdiocesan Commission approved the image and the first Sunday after Easter-April 4, 1937-was proposed as the day on which the Feast of Divine Mercy was to be celebrated. With the Archbishop's blessing, Fr. Michael Sopocko hung the image in St. Michael's church next to the main altar, but he never told anyone from where it came. From the very beginning, the image was very popular among the faithful: "When the lighting was good, the image had an influence on those who prayed before it; they requested several times that it be placed in the altar for the Corpus Christi procession." 46 During the occupation, devotion to Divine Mercy spread considerably. The occupiers were hostile to this devotion, and when they found out who was spreading it, they wanted to arrest Fr. Sopocko. He, however, hid, first from the Soviet Army in Lithuania, and then from the Germans in the forest near Jaszun where he stayed from March 2, 1942 until July 15, 1944 with the help of the Grey Ursuline Sisters. At that time, devotion to Divine Mercy became even more intense, even though the devotion had become distorted in some places where the 44 M. Sopoćko, Sprawa poprawności obrazu Miłosierdzia Bożego, (typescript), AAB-S-34. 45 The image hung there for three days, from April 26-28, 1935 (Friday, Saturday, and the First Sunday after Easter, which was designated as the day on which the Feast of Divine Mercy should be celebrated). The image was then transferred to its former place in the convent of Bernardine nuns. See AAB-S-4. 
